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"The fid there it pluionium
the ground water out there (at the
lest life) is not surprising," he uid.

LAS VEGAS — Datin( back to "The news is that it's moving,
prehisioric times, this desert oaiis "I Ihinlc it's a big threat. The Tact
has been known (or its abundance that all that has been discovered
ofwatcr. Thus the name Las Vegas. kids me to believe it's just Ihe lip
Spanish for The Meadows. of the Iceberg and we're going to

That was before anyone had find contamination to be a lot more
heard of perchtorale or pluionium. widespread, at some point going
Or envisioned lens of millions of off the site and getting into some
visitors annually, or 1.3 million large acquirer."

Pcrchlorate is an equally vexing
problem. For decides the rocket
fuel ingredient has been produced
near Henderson. on Ihe outskirts of
Las Vegas.

Kerr-McGee Corp. continues
production there while American
Pacific Corp. moved its production

residents.
Some are now beginning lo wor-

ry i hat the very commodity that
drew settlers here could become
the city's Achilles' heel.

Pal Mulroy, head of the South-
ern Nevada Waler Authority, be-
lieves she has developed options to
provide enough water Hlo get us facilities lo Cedar City, Utah, fol-
Ihrough 2030' as Ihc city remains lowing Ihe 1988 explosion of its
the fastest-growing in America. Pepcon plant.

But now there's new concern State officials concur with Mul-
over pcrchloraie, a chemical roy that perchlorate does not pose a
known only lo scientific souls until problem for Las Vegas' waler sup-
May 1988, when a plant producing ply, although there is concern
ammonium perchloratc exploded, about whether il might someday,
rocking,the. valley, killing two and Currently Ihe pcrchloraie level in
injuring 300. ';•• '•f'V-.' "I " Las Vegas water is 11 parts per bit-

Decades of producing the rocket lion. Thai's Ihe equivalent of one
fuel oxidizer a dozen miles from drop of perchlorcte in 55,000 gal-
Lake Mead may have left a legacy tons of water, Mulroy slid,
thai could impact area water sup- But it's a far different story at Ihe
plies. Kerr-McGce plant, where ground

As if that weren't enough, scien- water samples taken from monitor-
lists now say pluionium has been ing wells turned up levels as high as
found in a water well nearly a mile 3.7 million partsper billion,
from a massive underground nu- In August, water samples collect-
clear weapons test conducted 29 ed from the Las Vegas Wash, which
years ago. Scientists say Ihe pluto- feeds info Lake Mead, reached lev-
nium is moving in the water tables els as high as 1,680 parts per bil-
much faster than they had expect- lion.

California, the only state to set a
health standard for perchlorate,
has a limit of 18 parts per billion
for drinking water.

"Our challenge is keeping the
perchloratc out of Lake Mead."
Mulroy said. Perchlorate reaching

cd.
The test, code-named Benham,

was conducted in December 1968
and had an explosive yield of 1.15
megatons of TNT, one of the larg-
est tests ever conducted in the
United States, according to Energy
Department spokeswoman Naucy the lake is diluted by the huge body
Harkess. - ofwaler. she added.

Traces of plutonium were recent-
ly found in a water well drilled by
the DOE lo monitor such tests.
Plutonium, a key ingredient in nu-
clear weapons, is said to be the
most toxic substance known to
man.

Environmentalists say Ihc move-
ment of plutonium from the Ben-
ham test is proof the deadly ele-
ment can move through the water
tables, albeit slowly.

"They've theorized for a long
lime that plutonium could move
like this, but they have never seen it
before," Ha/kess said. "This is the
first time this has been observed. i

"To see it move almost a mile,
even over a 29-year period, was a I
little bit of a surprise, even though |
it's very low level."Harkess said. |

The movement could be a bad |
omen.

The government conducted 928
nuclear tests at Ihe Nevada Test
Site, 65 miles from Las Vegas. A to-
tal of 100 tests were conducted
above ground, 828 underground,
between 1951 and a test moratori-
um in 1992. Some were as close as
70 miles from Las Vegas, others,
such as Benham, as far away as 125
miles.

Could this plutonium reach Las
Vegas'water supply?

"You're asking me to look in a
crystal ball." Harkess responded.
" Vou're talking about thousands of
years."

Mulroysaysno.
"The plutonium doesn't concern

me because the How pattern is not
toward Las Vegas." Mulroy said.
"The flow "of that ground waler is
toward Death Valley" south and
west of the Icsl sile across Ihe Cali-
fornia border. Las Vegas is south-
east of the site.

"The (low time lo Death Valley
is 20.000 years,"Mulroy said.

Kichard Niclsen, executive di-
rector of Ihc Nevada branch of the
environmental group Cilizcn Alert,
isn't socertain.

"We're talking about some fairly
large environmental mitigation ef-
forts," Alien Biaggi of Ihe Nevada
Division of Environmental Protec-
tion said of perchlorate cleanup ef-
forts: He said Kerr-McGee and
American Pacific had been "very
cooperative" in identifying the
problem and would share in re-
moval costs. He would not specu-
late on how much they might be.

'Perchlorate is such a new com-
pound, no one has devised a system
to remove il from water," Biaggi
said.


